Hans Zinsser (1878-1940) was president of the Society of American Bacteriologists in 1926 . At that time, he was 48 years old and Professor of Bacteriology and Immunology at Harvard Medical School ( Figure 1 ). It is likely that Zinsser is one of the few early Society presidents whose name is still recognized by current students of microbiology. Such fame may result from some astounding discovery, such as Oswald Avery's work on transforming DNA; or because of eponymic immortality such as Rebecca Lancefield's immunological classifications; or because of authorship of enduring works of scholarship or pedagogy, such as the case for David Bergey and his Manual of Determinative Bacteriology. Hans Zinsser's memory lives on for this latter reason: he was a gifted writer of both textbooks and literary works. Today we marvel at individuals who bridge C.P. Snow's Two Cultures, but there have always been people, with erudition, learning and talent to spare, who have made their marks in both science and the arts: recall that science was Goethe's dayjob; Alexandr Borodin was a famous clinical chemist; and Arthur Conan Doyle was a family physician. Perhaps even Steven J. Gould of our own time will be remembered for his graceful stories of living things long after his theory of punctuated equilibrium is on the dust heap of history, replaced by newer versions of the truth.
While Through the work of Michael Heidelberger and Oswald Avery, we now know these residue antigens as polysaccharides. His work on syphilis was not directly successful in his effort "to take the danger out of love" [6] , and he was only partly successful in paving the way to a successful typhus vaccine.
Let me now turn to some of Zinsser's non-scientific writings ... works that are still in print over a half century after they were first published. [7] . The meaning or allusion of "R.S." has been the subject of much speculation but no definitive solution. John Enders, who was Zinsser's friend and close colleague at Harvard, has been quoted as saying that "R.S." refers to Rudolph Schmidt, the author of a work on pain which Zinsser translated from German in 191 1. However, in Enders own papers and recollections he only acknowledges the enigma. Other authors have offered speculations such as "real self," "romantic scientist," etc.
These poems, many in sonnet form, are restrained, sometimes sad, and express a wistfulness at the constraints of duty and maturity. Deep inside, it seems the famous scientist still would like to lob a snowball across the campus at a far-off professor, or rhapsodize about robins in May.
But it is not his poems by which we remember Zinsser today. It is, of course his two popular books, one on the role of epidemics in history: Rats, Lice and History [8] , and the other, his classic of medical biography, As I Remember Him: The Biography ofR.S. [5] .
It is through Rats, Lice and History that Zinsser's somewhat unbalanced reputation for work on typhus mainly rests. This book, however, is not about any of Zinsser's scientific studies; instead typhus serves as a framework for his reflections on whatever seems to have come to his mind. Tristram Shandy was one of Zinsser's favorite books, and Rats Lice and History is certainly in the tradition of the Grand Shaggy Dog Story. He gives it away, of course in the subtitle: "Being a Study in Biography, Which, after Twelve Preliminary Chapters Indispensable for the Preparation of the Lay Reader; Deals with the Life History ofTYPHUS FEVER." I will not, and indeed probably could not, summarize these "indispensable" preliminary chapters, but will only note that they are filled with dialogs between Zinsser, the scientist, and Zinsser, the man of letters, with digs at literary pretentiousness, with pedantic footnotes, and with untranslated quotations in various languages.
While this book is certainly written in a playful way, it has a serious purpose, one that has been imitated often, but perhaps never quite equaled. Zinsser wants to make a serious case for the importance of disease, especially epidemic infectious disease as one of the great contingencies in the history of the world. His virtuoso performance exhibits his wide classical learning, and what must have been an impressive memory for facts, texts and epigrams. He traces and recounts many episodes in the history of Western Civilization that directly or indirectly were the result of the specifics of one epidemic or another. This is, of course, the same theme elaborated by William McNeill in his famous and enormously influential book, Plagues and Peoples, written in the early 1970s [9] . While Rats, Lice and History is not decorated with scholarly citations, references to the primary sources, or an exhaustive bibliography, it is profoundly thought provoking, and in many ways exhibits a prescience of things that were to come in Europe at the end of the 1930s. This book is still in print and continues to be read by generations who sense its antiquarian qualities, who may be puzzled by the acerbic references to the literary dandies of the interwar period, but who, nonetheless, are fascinated by the breath-taking brio of Zinsser's style and by the basic appeal of his central the- SiS. In 1938, Zinsser traveled to China to work at Peking Union Medical College for awhile with his former student Sam Zia. Together they studied typhus in China and worked on ways to prepare sufficient amounts of the rickettsia in order to prepare a vaccine. On the sea voyage back to America, Zinsser realized he was ill, and surmised the diagnosis, leukemia, which was confirmed when he arrived back in Boston. Since he started to write his autobiography at this point, it seems reasonable to suggest that this illness, which he knew would be tenminal, impelled him to write a story of his life, perhaps sooner than he had envisioned. Again, as with Rats Lice and History, Zinsser took a rather unconventional literary approach and put his autobiography in the third person. This device allowed him certain authorial license, and gives the work an air of objectivity and restraint, always hallmarks of his writing. Once again, he employed his alter ego, "R.S.," as his subject. This It is just this bewilderment that fundamentally links the two cultures that so engaged Hans Zinsser.
